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I On not here so you can feel bad for me. 

I could go on about bad things that happened to me, and 
most of it would be true, but I On not here for that. So please 
scribble your best jokes in the margins of the sad parts if they 
bother you, because this isnQ supposed to be an emotional 
story. I just want to document a few things that happened. 

It might not seem like much at first to you, but what 
you have to understand is that nobody had ever seen a Europan. 

At least, nobody that can remember or admit it. 

The story of EuropaQ settlement is murky and 
unreliable like much of human history, but we know that for a 
while they interacted peacefully with Earth and Mars. The 
populations on these three balls of dust comprised the IHA, or 
interstellar human alliance T a hopeful name considering that at 
the time, there were no human settlements outside of the solar 
system. The Terrans and the Martians believed, as the 
organization® name implied, that it was humanity© destiny to 
colonize the galaxy. The majority of Europans (or at least the 
Europan government) were content with two planets and a 
watery moon. This tension grew until Europa eventually 
severed its connections to the IHA. The IHA responded with a 
treaty, stating that Jupiter and all its moons would always and 
forever belong to the Europans, but no Europan could step foot 
on another planet. The Terrans and the Martians just didnQ get 
it I the Europans had never been big on private property in the 
first place. The Europans were not stupid. They knew they 



were getting fucked over. Despite all this, one last hopeful 
message was dispatched from the Jovian moon- 

WE HOPE THAT THIS DOES NOT CAUSE THE 
FRIENDSHIP AND PROSPERITY WHICH OUR 
SOCIETIES SHARE TO END. 

That was eons ago. Long enough for Terrans and 
Martians to develop a deep xenophobia towards the distant 
barren satellite. Long enough that there were countless gaps 
twice the size of NoahQ lifespan in recorded history between 
then and now. Long enough that it was possible evolution had 
pushed us so far apart that no Terran-Europan child would be 
viable. 

No other messages were exchanged. Ages of silence, 
interrupted by from the occasional local radio broadcast we 
pick up (I still like their music). And now here I was, the 
ultimate late reply. 

Maybe one time your girlfriend sent you a cryptic but 
loving text, and you had to take some time to mull over what 
youGfl say back. Five minutes pass. Ten. Eventually you realize 
it& better to just pretend you didnQ see it. Maybe shedl believe 
you. Maybe. 

YouCVe got nothing on me. 

The IHA, now truly a force to be reckoned with, had 
sent me, a hick whoQl only ever left the slimy planet he 
evolved on once, to negotiate them out of their water. See, 
Europa isnQ a normal moon. Its rocky center is surrounded 
completely by water. An ocean hundreds of times deeper than 



any on Earth. iGd heard that there© more mass in EuropaQ 
water than in the actual moon, but that might just be a myth. 
On top of that, thereQ a sheet of ice, miles thick. 

I saw the surface clearly through my cabin Q; window. A 
spherical frozen wasteland. You could drive for months, 
around and around, passing the same dead but eerily beautiful 
ice formations. It doesnQ matter how straight you drive, youdl 
never find anything but tundra more lifeless than anything on 
Earth. Never escape. 

I truly understand the meaning of the word desolate. 

Europa is tiny, just six thousand miles around. Empty. 
Partially lit by the sun, Jupiter loomed behind, a giant that stirs 
up fear in those who see it this close. Not the kind of panicked, 
survival of the fittest fear that you feel in a nightmare. Awe, a 
kind of awe that nobody who hasnQ been off the planet can 
understand. The Grand Canyon is nice, but this was just on a 
different level. A dull, pulsating ache of terror started deep in 
my stomach and spread up to my heart. The human mind 
doesnQ really know how to deal with what itQ seeing, is all. 
This fear was strangely contemplative. It wasnQ entirely 
unpleasant. Red and white storms bigger than planet Earth 
raged, lightning struck silently, and the entire thing bled into 
itself like when you drop food coloring into water. I wondered 
why it hadnQ calmed into a uniform orange ball by now. 

I thought about my wife. We couldnQ afford 
interplanetary communication. It wasnQ likely IGd see her 
again. IGd known that when I left. I was going to a planet of 
people who hate me, my people, and everything I stand for; to 
try to talk them out of a portion of the one place we had 



allowed them to live. iGd probably be killed. If not, iQl 
probably fail and be executed by the IHA. If I actually 
succeeded in my mission, IGd probably be sent to Deneb on the 
followup delivery mission, as the IHA doesnQ like to use more 
than one man to do the same dirty work. During the journey, 
less than three years would pass on the ship, but over 1400 
years would pass on Earth. A long time for anybody to wait. 

A peppy, vaguely patronizing female voice startled me- 

THE SHIP WILL LAND IN 20 STANDARD 
MINUTES! 

I began to collect my meagre sampling of belongings 
into my leather bag. It hooked around the left shoulder and sat 
just below the hip, at an angle that made it feel much lighter 
than it was. A pocket OS. Some clothes. A recharger. A 
compass that wouldnQ work on Europa. Special paint to make 
my skin whiter. A pad of paper and some ballpoints. A map 
that appeared to be nothing more than a blank paper with some 
place names written on. A weathered book, missing both 
covers and the spine, for learning EuropaQ lingua franca, 
Vasskaft. I smiled at that. Even by the time of the Europan 
separation, nobody had read, much less printed, a book in 
Millennia. I had confirmed this over the radio with the 
Europans after I received the book. Somebody on that ice ball 
had taken the trouble to resurrect the lost art of book binding, 
make this by hand, tear off the covers, fill it with doodles, rip 
out half the pages, and rub it around in the dirt for good 



measure, just to inconvenience me. In a strange way, it showed 
that they cared. 

I took one last good look at the mirror. I was covered in 
so many snowsuits I could barely see anything, anyway. 

I walked out into a metallic hallway with unnatural 
lighting and took a left. The hallway curved to the right 
slightly, making a complete circle, cabins on the outside. I 
entered a door to the right and took care to close it tightly. I 
stepped into a grassy clearing. Running water. Birds. Artificial 
sunlight. You could tell. 

The ship told the entire story of the human race. On the 
outside, there were thrusters that could do .9997c. An 
impenetrable hull. Advertisements. If you think people in space 
donQ want tacky furniture and diarrhea inducing chipotle, 
youQe wrong. Inside of that the environment was airy. Cabins. 
Little rooms, still constructed out of wood. Beds. Like when all 
we needed were farms. Inside that, an expansive grassy field. 
Tents. A grazing buffalo wouldnQ look out of place. There I 
stood, human, the same decaying matter as the grass I walk on, 
the meat I eat, and my Europan cousins I would meet in just a 
few minutes. Inside of me, a liquid world. Blood. Hydrochloric 
acid. Spit. Mucus. A close but no cigar imitation of the salty 
primordial ooze we once crawled out of. iQn nothing but a 
large colony of cells. Each cellG; membrane keeps the harsh 
elements of my body out so that the chemical reactions 
necessary for life can occur. My skin keeps the harsh air out 
and bodily fluids in. The shipQ; metal casing keeps the harsh 
vacuum of space out and the life-giving air in. Closed 



environments within closed environments within closed 
environments. 

THE SHIP HAS LANDED! PLEASE PROCEED TO 
THE EXIT BAY! 

The next few minutes were a blur. I remember walking 
deliberately slowly. My crew, the three guys and one girl 
escorting me, they noticed. Made idle conversation as they 
guided me to go faster. They coaxed my limbs into a bright 
orange radiation suit. Makes me an easier target. So far, my 
theory is that they want me to get killed over there, blame it on 
the Europan Government, then start a war so they can take the 
water outright. 

They attached my oxygen mask, zipped my hood on, 
and pushed me towards the huge, open double doors. 

nShow those emwies whoQ boss !6 said a fat man whose 
name iQl never bothered to learn. Emwy is a derogatory term 
for people from Jupiter, lore only heard it since IQl stopped at 
Saturn and gotten flown over here by these idiots. 

I smiled weakly. Awkwardly. I looked away. I looked 

back. 

Kim, the female, was still watching me. There was 
despair in her eyes. 

rDonQ get yourself killed, 6 she said cautiously. I tried 
to think of something to say back. Nothing came to mind that 
didnQ seem morbid. She was still looking at me. 

I ran up to her, wrapped my arms around her. She 
returned the pressure. Our cheeks touched. I almost wanted to 



kiss her. I was already overstepping my boundaries here. She 
was a superior. Plus, I was in a radiation suit. I stepped back. 
She was smiling a sad smile at me. She stepped back in. I 
watched the ship go. 

I looked to my right. Ice. To my left. More Ice. All 
around, there was nothing but ice with gigantic yellow lines 
streaking it. The emptiness of the land moaned. Maybe it was 
the wind. Jupiter ominously hung there, taking up half the sky. 

I truly understand the meaning of the word alone. 
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Most people think they understand evolution. Most 
people donQ. 

Evolution isnQ about making an organism more 
complex. It isnQ about making it happier. ItQ not even about 
making it better at surviving. ItQ about making something that 
can fuck. If you die seconds after doing the deed, evolution 
simply doesnQ give a shit. 

Evolution is messy. People get their teeth straightened, 
then fuck somebody way above their league, creating a 
monstrous abomination with a gap in its outwardly jutting 
taxxon-like teeth bigger than its thigh gap. People with serious 
mental health issues are often able to hide it or gain sympathy 
long enough to create more miserable offspring. Sometimes 
they can compensate with some kind of talent. You gain 
something and you lose something. Just like in everything else. 

Human evolution is strange enough, but it gets stranger 
in space. A giant scale version of island genetics. Each planet 
filled with humans strangely and unexpectedly adapted to life 
there, sometimes in rather disturbing ways. 

Human societies tend to follow a pattern of scientific 
ages followed by dark ages, then renaissances, and so on. 
Sometimes they go too far ahead too fast, and destroy 
themselves. Sometimes they slip so far behind they become 
nothing but animals. A good example of this is the Songbirds 
of the Tau Ceti system. So called because of the way they 
perch in trees, on atavistic opposable thumbed feet. They donQ 
talk. They sing. Old bits of pop songs, lullabies, melodies 



written by humans before they lost their intelligence. Maybe 
even songs by the Songbirds. 

They still build houses, but they donQ spend much time 
in them. They make toilets but donQ install the plumbing, 
preferring to piss and shit outside. They carry around bottles 
they find on the ground and insist on using them to drink with. 
They put refrigerator shaped boxes in their kitchens, fill them 
with food, and leave it there to rot as some kind of offering. 
They even put all the unused furniture where youQi expect a 
normal human to put it. The only thing they build that they 
actually use is musical instruments, and they are of incredibly 
low quality. 

As I understand it, music became a kind of mating 
ritual for them. With all their other needs met, they forgot 
everything else. They wear clothes that obviously cause them 
discomfort, but refuse to take them off, even to change them. 
Ever. They go through their lives emptily and robotically 
copying what their ancestors did, hoping that forgotten spark 
that made it all make sense would come back. Maybe they 
would remember how doing these pointless rituals gave them 
the ability to fly and kill things from miles away and talk with 
people on other planets. Maybe. 

This back and forth of progress is made even stranger 
by the fact that other factions of human are constantly visiting 
planets and leaving technology behind. Famously, there was an 
isolated people on a planet known only as Pi Men B that had 
motorized vehicles but not the wheel. They flipped them over 
and sharpened their weapons on the spinning axles. 

I let my mind wander as I trudged through the snow. I 



didnQ know what I was looking for. TerransOviews of Europa 
and its people were as full of myth, superstition, and fear of the 
unknown as ancient Chinese knowledge of the Roman Empire. 
As I was starting to worry about starving or freezing to death or 
getting a tear in my radiation suit and being fried from the 
inside out as opposed to being assassinated, I noticed three 
humanoid silhouettes on the horizon. 

I started walking faster. I didnQ care if they shot me; I 
just needed to hear another human voice. See a face, even an 
alien one. They were sitting, talking. Laughing. Passing 
something around. 

fHeyldl yelled in my best Vasskaft through my neon 
target of a suit, fHey! Over here! 6 

They turned. I could see they werenQ wearing anything 
more heavy duty than a long sleeved t-shirt. Their faces were 
white. There were white people on Earth once. Ioi seen images. 
Apparently they caused a lot of trouble. ItQ estimated that the 
average TerranQ ancestry is 32% white. 

Even from here I could see they were a profoundly light 
white. Their skin matched the whites of their eyes. If they took 
off their clothes, only their brightly colored hair would give 
them away in this barren landscape. 

I kept walking toward them. They stared. I walked a 
little faster. My lungs were on fire. Suddenly, the ground 
rushed up at my face and the whole planet turned upside down. 

Darkness. Cold. Death. 

Blissful Silence. 

nShit. That Terran is it, him take we townwardo 
rWhat?Q, I managed to say. 



Her Vasskaft was different from the book. Slangy. The 
words were all in a different order and half the cases were 
missing. It took me a second to catch on to the pattern. 

ft said, (Shit, itQ that terran, letQ take him to the city.Q 
and now that youQe awake, Ioi like to add that you donQ have 
a chance in a million months, asshole. 6 

By fVnonthd she meant about three and a half Earth 
days. The same side of Europa is always facing Jupiter, and 
keeping track of time was difficult. 

rNo, Resha.6 A male voice, ft say we kill him right 

here. 6 

I struggled to open my eyes. As the picture came into 
focus, I was sure that there were three anime characters, all 
about to cry, crouching around my head. Staring at my face. 
One thing a Europan can really do is stare. 

Resha shot him a look, and they switched to a language 
I didnQ recognize. 

Golf ball sized eyes went from the eyebrows to the 
cheeks. Bordered by pencil thin irises of fantastic tye-dye 
colors were gaping chasms. Pupils. I could have stuck a finger 
in one. I donQ think they would let me. Under the eyes, the 
skin was blue-black and discolored. They hadnQ slept in days. 
It was uniform across the three of them. The eyebrows were 
permanently stuck in a position that made them look sad and 
defeated. But I could see other facial expressions beneath that 
as they argued over what to do with me. Anger. Confusion. 
Hope. From the eyes, the whole face slopes backward, forming 
a triangle with the furthest forward vertex at the front. Above 
the eyes the head was almost flat. Below, the features all 



seemed to shrink, petering off and sinking towards the neck. 
Looking at one head on, it reminded me of a goldfish. The 
mouth was stuck in a permanent scowl, but like with the eyes, I 
could see other expressions underneath. 

Most striking of all, even more than their heads that 
swayed like balloons in the low gravity, was their skin. It 
wasnQ white. It was translucent. Milky and splotchy, it was 
more opaque in some areas than others, with seemingly no 
pattern. I was seeing veins. White muscles. Not enough for it to 
be disgusting, just enough to see. On top of that, it was 
completely covered with scars. Only their faces and hands were 
exposed, but I could see where the connections had been 
severed in blood vessels in their cheeks. Stranded networks of 
capillaries, disconnected from the blood stream and useless but 
still alive. The underside of a scar is not a pretty thing. 

Resha was to my left. I canQ be sure of the genders of 
these things, but the way her boobs were resting on my 
shoulder gave me a pretty good hint. Her hair was electric blue, 
spiky and down to her ears. She wore what seemed to be a 
black turtleneck and a crimson vest that matched her blood. 
They probably donQ have that stupid myth about blood 
changing color when it touches the air here. Opal earrings. Her 
intelligent eyes were a chaotic mixture of lime green and dark 
purple. The colors all clashed. 

Directly above me crouched Keff. Or Kess. Or Kest. I 
had trouble understanding the accent. He was the one that 
wanted to kill me right away. One of his eyes had been blinded 
by whatever gave them these scars. His looks were the 
antithesis of ReshaQ. Plain black shirt. Long, neat black hair. A 



full beard that didnQ match his anorexic build. Dark brown, 
almost black eyes like mine. Paper white skin. Even his blood 
seemed to beg to be in shades of gray. In his good eye there 
was a forlorn look of disinterest. I could sense he wanted to be 
known as somebody that didnQ care. Combined with the 
naturally mopey looking facial features, it was a dark image. 

The one to my right, red hair, yellow eyes, and no other 
interesting features aside from damaged looking blood vessels 
in his face that suggested a drinking problem, said nothing as 
Resha and Kemf argued. I think I heard somebody call him 
Zatch. For the first time, I noticed that they were passing an 
oxygen mask around. 

With sheer willpower, I pulled myself out of my stupor. 

nArenQ you gonna get killed by the radiation out here?6 
I asked with alarm in my voice. 

For a frozen second, they all looked at each other. 
Then, their scowling, crying faces burst out into laughter. True, 
beautiful laughter. A sincere expression of joy. Even Kesh. 

Resha stood up. 

nCome with me,6she said, masking malice with 
flirtatious warmth. She was taller than I expected. Taller than 
me. 

She was already walking. I got up laboriously and 
followed. 

rteute OKelst started. 

ft havenQ forgotten about you,6she said. 

Her real nice voice was identical to her fake one. She 
stopped, did a 180 on one heel, and turned around. I stared at 
her ass as she went. The other two noticed and gave me dagger 



eyes. Actually, they were more like two handed Scottish 
Broadswords. Or battle axes, if thatQ a real thing. 

She bent down, leaned in and started to kiss him. He 
stood up, gave her a meaningful look, and they rejoined lips. 
She reached and put a hand behind his head. With the other 
hand, she reached into her jacket and pulled out a small knife. 
The blade couldnQ have been much longer than the handle, 
which disappeared into her hand. She drew her hand back, and 
with a short underhand thrust, she stabbed him in the stomach 
and started to pull the knife upward, gutting him like a fish. 
Intestines began to fall out. 

I truly understand the meaning of the word surprise. 
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I truly understand that youQ-e probably getting sick of 
this line by now. 

"AHHH ! WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?! 6 I 
screamed. 

Zatch turned to me. 

frf ouQe not very smart, are you, Earth man? What 
she& doing is called (killing 6 Say it with me now. Kil. ling. 
Once we&e got that concept down, we can split hairs and 
move into more nuanced concepts like stabbing, shooting, and 
choking. Now, I On aware that a boy of your tender age might 
not fully understand deathe 6 

Obviously, he was in on whatever scheme Resha was 
pulling. By the time the asshole had finished his sarcastic 
speech, Resha had reached her boyfriend© sternum. There was 
more of him on the ground than inside of him. It smelled like 
bile and shit because thatQ what it was. Resha pulled the knife 
out and looked him in the eyes again. I saw genuine remorse 
and sadness. She regretted what she was doing. He stared back, 
doing a good job of hiding the pain. He groaned and clenched 
his fists, but considering the majority of his soupy insides lay 
in front of his boots, it was impressive. 

fMay your misery be beautifulQ, she said, choking back 

tears. 

rtn this life and in the next. 6 

I swear I could see his lungs deflating in time with his 
speech as he completed the greeting. I had seen it in the fuseful 
phrasesO section of my Vasskaft book as a two part way of 



saying goodbye. It seemed ominous then, and my first 
experience with it wasnQ exactly reassuring. 
At that, she slit his throat. 

He didnQ die right away. The sounds he made as he 
writhed on the ground haunt my dreams to this day. I canQ 
describe it. If youQe sick enough to want to know, go on the 
uniweb and watch an execution video. Preferably one 
involving a chainsaw and/or machete. 

rfrou know, you always were kind of a dick, 6 said 

Zatch. 

nYou think death is funny ?6 1 didnQ try to hide the 
disgust in my voice. 

fWell, death is basically like birth in reverse. And birth 
is when a person comes out of a womanQ vagina. So... yes. 6 

fts he always like this?6 

ftio, sometimes he tries to talk about his feelings, 6 said 
Resha with a dean you believe the shit I put up witholook. 

I shared a smile with her. Yes, I know that I had just 
watched her murder somebody. I was starved for any kind of 
meaningful human contact. Anything to distract me from the 
sound of somebody drowning in their own blood. I was sure he 
could hear all of this. 

fNow, are you ready to go, or not?6 Resha. 

She walked and I followed. I donQ know how long. I 
was deep in thought, trying to digest what I had just seen. This 
isnQ possible. My panicked mind ran in circles, trying to find 
some configuration where the motives matched up. The closest 
thing to sense I could make of it was that Resha and Zatch 
were going to kidnap and murder me, and had to get rid of 



Keff, who wasnQ on their side. There were more holes in that 
idea than there were in KeffQ organs, but I had to force my 
mind to accept it just to get it to stop working in overdrive. 

There was no point in trying to escape. Resha stood at 
least seven foot six and had a gun on her hip. The old kind that 
shoots metal pellets through you. Fear of death from an 
electrolaser never really could compete with fear of a bullet 
going in one side of your head and out the other. Zatch was 
shorter, but still a lot bigger than me. I felt like a little kid next 
to them. 

If my head were clearer, I might have wondered why 
she didnQ just shoot Keff. 

I walked thoughtlessly. Mechanically. Right foot. Left 

foot. 

It was Resha who broke the silence, first by a fit of 
coughing, then by something I didnQ expect her to say. 

frf ou know, I On starting to get past your beady eyes 
and weird forehead and I can see that youQe actually kind of 
cute. 6 The capillaries in her cheeks became slightly engorged. 

nYeah, well, you still look like a fucking goldfish to 
me.Ol didnQ think. I just made my mouth move so I could get 
back to walking in silence. 

Zatch laughed. 

There was something in the way she said that. 
Something that didnQ fit. 

Undeterred, she assured me that nYoudl get used to it, 
and when you do, give me a call. 6 

Why was she acting like this? Ten minutes ago she 
thought I was the scum of the galaxy, and now she was flirting 



with me. No, not flirting. The way she talked, so sure she was 
going to get her way, this bordered on harrassment. Especially 
after what I had just seen her do. She was acting like a child. 

And then it hit me. Her size and alien features had 
thrown me off, but it was unmistakable. 

fResha, how old are you, exactly?6 

ftn your years? About twelve. But iQfl get used to 
measuring time in hectomonths if I were you. 6 

I thought I was going to puke. The murder played over 
in my head again, this time worsened by the knowledge that it 
was committed by a twelve year old. 

rt>on& worry,6she said, seeing the look on my face. 
fWe donQ have those silly Qige of consentolaws here.6 
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flWeQ-e here! 6 

fHereO was a copper plate in the ground, about twelve 
feet across. The worldQ fattest manhole. On top of it were all 
sorts of dials and switches, intricately connected through gears, 
like the inside of a clock. 

Resha expertly turned the dials with her slender, six 
fingered hands, being careful not to get them caught in the 
gears. I heard a click, then the plate started to raise straight up 
out of the ground. With a screeching noise it went up, up, up, 
and I realized it wasnQ a plate but a cylinder. By the time it 
stuck up twenty feet in the air, an opening into a hollow section 
of the phallic cut of copper was revealed. The three of us 
stepped in, Zatch pressed a button, and we were sealed into a 
tomb of ice and metal. 

Zatch coughed. Then Resha. Then Zatch some more. 

I felt something on my shoulder. I went to brush it off 
and my orange gloved hand came back covered in blood. 

fEw!6 

fWhat, even a little blood scares a Terran zafeir like 

you?6 

Zatch scowled. 

rZafeir?6l asked, probably not saying it right. I could 
tell it was a swear by the way she said it. 

ftt means testicles, 6 she said. fttQ a general term for a 
weak person, somebody who canQ handle much. 6 

rtnteresting, on my planet we use the word (pussyOto 
mean the same thingQ, I said, not interested at all. 



rlWell, a pussy can take a lot more of a beating than a 
zafeir, canQ it?6 

I couldnQ argue with her logic. 

nJust like a woman to say shit like that offhand, without 
even caring whoQ in the room.0Zatch. 
fteisty today, arenQ we?6 

nYou know, I On really getting sick of this shit. What 
does me being a man have to do with any of this?6 

She hadnQ yet actually said anything about him being a 
man. His face turned redder as he daintily stamped on one foot 
to accent his outburst. His eyes were filling with tears. 

nShit Zatch, why do you have to be such a bitch?OThat 
was me. iQi never called a man a bitch before, but damn if it 
didnQ fit. 

rt)h my godloResha burst out laughing, ft fucking love 
this guy! 6 

She gave me an approving smile and then hugged me. 
Ditzy but completely in charge. I donQ know why, but I felt 
dirty. Zatch started to sob. 

rt)id you, like, forget to masturbate today or 
something? Here, let me help you. 6 

She started to reach for his crotch, but he pushed her 
away. She rolled her eyes and turned to me. Then she coughed 
up more blood all over the face of my radiation suit. Zatch 
coughed quietly in the corner. 

nYouQe gonna look like a fucking idiot if we get to the 
city and you still have that radiation suit on,6said Resha. 

I took it off, and realizing that it was actually getting 
pretty hot in the descending chamber, stripped off my snow 



suit as well. I didnQ look like them, but at least now I was more 
or less dressed like them. 

We stood in silence for a while as we sank deeper into 
the ice. It got darker and darker, until everything was 
completely black. After a couple of minutes, a bare light bulb 
flickered on above us, casting eerie shadows everywhere. I 
noted that this was probably a sign that their night vision was a 
lot better than mine. The glare from the ice was killing me. 

It wasnQ hard to tell that the Europans didnQ care much 
for safety. If I was so inclined, I could have touched my hand 
to the sliding ice and lost it in the elevator shaft forever. The 
hole in the ice wasnQ perfect, it was filled with imperfections 
that made us fall over more than once. On top of that, I 
reasoned that our descent left a big gaping hole anybody could 
fall into on the surface. I imagined the muffled thump they 
would make as they landed on the slashing, grinding gears. The 
crunching of their bones being pulled through the uncaring 
metal parts. 

It was strange, in a deathtrap with a twelve year old 
murderer and a comedian on his period, that I felt safer than I 
had in a long time. The all-encompassing ice protected me, cut 
me off from the outside world. Whether it was a womb or a 
coffin I donQ know, but it definitely wasnQ like the constant 
danger of being alive. 

They towered over me. They probably could have 
picked me up, each of my hands in one of theirs, and swung me 
back and forth like a toddler. Me, a man in his twenties. Them, 
so young that on earth Ioi have to avoid talking to them for fear 
of looking like a pedophile. But I couldnQ let myself look at 



this situation through Terran eyes. Age is just a number, and 
apparently a year is worth more on Europa than it is back 
home. These were adults. 

I thought about what had just transpired between Resha 
and Zatch. Either I had met the two strangest people on the 
planet, or men were very oppressed here. It was a woman led 
society. Matriarchy, I think itQ called. They must have laughed 
when they found out the Terrans sent a man. Good. That gives 
me a hidden advantage. Terran men arena the emotionally 
fragile pushovers that Europan men seem to be, at least from 
my very small sample of the population. Terran men are 
capable of doing things. Terrible things. 

It made sense now. Resha wasnQ bipolar; she was being 
just as ruthless when she flirted with me as she had been when 
she murdered Zatch. That wasnQ desperation or over 
eagerness. It was just a cold tactic she had probably used on a 
million of these dickless weaklings. First a little negging to put 
me down, then letting me know the doorQ still open when I 
didnQ respond as she hoped I would. 

I played the conversation over and over in my head. 

ffr ou know, I On starting to get past your beady eyes 
and weird forehead and I can see that youQe actually kind of 
cute. 6 

nYeah, well, you still look like a fucking goldfish to 

meO 

nYoudl get used to it, and when you do, give me a 

call. 6 



I looked at her with newfounde respect? Fear? What 
secrets did those deep, mournful eyes hold? What kept that 
shrunken jaw so stiff? 

Genetic drift is like free birth control. Hypothetically, if 
I were to mate with her, the child might not be viable. 
Hypothetically. 

Fuck, was I falling for a pickup artist? Was I that easy? 
Why was I describing myself as GfcasyQ 7 ThatQ for women. I 
wasnQ a Europan man, I was a Terran. Proud, strong, sure of 
his superiority over women. ThatQ easy to say when youQe not 
a foot and a half shorter than a twelve year old girl. 

She smiled knowingly. I was still staring at her. 

This was the last fucking thing I needed while I was 
having an identity crisis. I almost started to yell at her, but I 
caught myself, realizing that nothing had happened aside from 
her smiling at me. Was this how long it took me to turn into 
one of them? 

No. 

I stopped. Breathed. Pushed all the bad thoughts and 
feelings into that pit in my gut, to be released later during an 
incoherent drunken rant about immigrants. 

I hadnQ changed. I was just still in shock about the 
murder. I looked at Resha again. Analyzed my opponent. My 
misogyny against her misandry. She was sexually mature, 
yeah, but she still had to be fairly new at this. I had been 
fucking with womenQ heads longer than she had been alive. I 
smiled back, trying to match the smugness, but I saw no 
change in her eyes. 

The elevator came to a clanking, screeching stop. 



Resha stepped out, then Zatch. I started to pick up my 

clothes. 

ft think itQ important for you to know, youOfe got 
about two seconds before that thing starts going back up, 6 
Zatch warned. 

Not that it was a warning by the time he finished. 

I dropped the clothing and cleared the closing gap, 
action movie style. I hated watching those in school. The 
effects were horrible, the languages had been dead for a very 
long time, and therett only so long somebody can watch lower 
evolved humans, those whiny-voiced white people with 
nonexistent lips and asses and those creepy squinty-eyed 
things, running around the screen. Not that the black people of 
the time looked any less ridiculous. 

I faceplanted on the cold floor. On Earth, it would have 
broken my nose. Resha laughed at me. Zatch halfheartedly 
joined in. Within seconds, their laughter had turned into a twin 
coughing fit. I took care to avoid their tandem pools of mucus 
and blood. They expanded until they touched in the middle, 
consummating the union that Resha had tried to initiate earlier. 

While they were incapacitated, I looked around. We 
were in an enormous cavern carved into the ice. I could just 
barely make out shapes on the other side, but I wasnQ sure 
what they were. We were at the lip of a giant bowl, and under 
us lay a vast city. The skyscrapers didnQ even come up to the 
level of my feet. Above the city was a chaotic field of eerie 
lights of all sizes. How anybody can live under the unnatural, 
slightly blue tint without killing themself, I have no idea. 

They were done coughing, for now. I had to ask. 



rWhat the fuck is up with you guys coughing up blood? 
Is there a plague going around I should know about?6 

fRadiation sickness, OZatch said, his sentence cut 
uncharacteristically short and non-attention whorish by his 
obvious discomfort. 

ftdiot,OHe added. ThatQ more like it. 

rtrom just now? Why werenQ you wearing radiation 
suits, then?6 

ft suppose I On going to have to spell it out for you. ItQ 
weird, you seemed smart a minute ago. 6 Resha. With the 
nonchalant tone of somebody reading a shopping list, she said, 
rWe werenQ just out there for the view. We were out there to 
kill ourselves. 6 
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fiWhat?6 

nYou hard of *cough* hearing ?OResha. 

rNo, I mean why would youe what reason do you 
have toe youQe only twelve, for fucktt sakeld 

factually, l6/e been doing the math over, I think I On 
closer to fifteen. 6 Straining against her lungs, she sounded like 
a talkative stoner who couldnQ decide between exhaling and 
regurgitating another meaningless anecdote. 

fLook, I donQ know your life, and I On not trying to 
judge you. But, you know, life is precious. I mean, you canQ, 
uh, you know, take it for granted and assume whatever comes 
after is better. Because I donQ know what crazy religion you 
have here, but let me tell you something, there is no afterlife. 
We have science and technology back where I On from, thereQ; 
no god and nothing happens when you die. Life is precious, 
you shouldnQ take it for granted, and, you know- 6 

rtiey, unenlightened dumb-OZatch was stopped 
midsentence by a coughing fit, getting louder and louder until 
he clutched his stomach and puked all over the marble floor. 
Now on all fours, he panted heavily, his body heaving up and 
down, n-fuck, if you want us to live then drag us to the 
hospital. Otherwise, save your half assed speech for somebody 
with the shortage of brain cells necessary to feel better after 
hearing it. 6 

Wordlessly, I put my arms around him and lifted him 
up over my shoulder. I was small, but being from Earth gave 
me super strength in EuropaQ low gravity. 



nAnd you donQ get to finish your speech just because 
youQe saving us,OZatch said weakly. 

I started going down the stairs to the city, with Resha 
behind me. They were only wide enough to go down single 
file, and if I tripped I could fall off the side, hundreds of feet 
down to the dirty slush below. 

rrf ouGtl better not give him anything else to make fun of 
you for, the exertion might kill him. 6 

nAww, but itQ so easy! How would that feel, Earth 
man, me dead with the blood on your hands, all because 
youQe-OHe puked on my leg. nbecause youQe so-OHe puked 
again, ffco easy to.. 6 He started to make weird noises as he 
breathed. 

rEasy to make fun of? Stupid? Gullible?6l completed 
his sentence. 

He nodded and patted me on the shoulder. 

Left foot. Right foot. Any bad step could be deadly. If it 
were on the ground I wouldnQ even think about it, but the fact 
that the stakes were high made me start to shake, which made 
me more likely to fall, which made me shake more. Intelligent 
design, my ass. I looked over the edge. It was probably my 
imagination, but I thought I saw a big headed skeleton, the 
same shitty toilet paper color as the slush around it, outlined on 
the ground. 

ftTerrans are scared of death, right?6 

rWhat kind of fucking question is that, Resha?6 

rv\re you saying that because the answer is yes or 
because the answer is no?6 

ilvlost of us are, yeah. YouQe not?6 



nAnd yet the suicide rate is something like 20 percent. 6 
rlWell, wetfe complicated, I guess. And who are you to 
judge, you just tried to kill yourself. 6 
nThatG not why I was asking. 6 

ft)h really ?6 1 said, feigning interest in a way that made 
it clear I wasnQ interested. Sarcasm, I think it& called. 

ft was asking because I was wondering if 
hypothetically, I were to say something like Chave sex with me 
or Idl push you off the stairsQ would it work?6 

That innocent, girly voice. Those sad eyes. Something 
had happened to her soul. Something had pushed her past the 
point of no return. 

nWhat?! For the second time tonight, what the fuck is 
wrong with you?6 

nActually, the other time, you said, Ovhat the fuck are 
you doing?db 

nSame differenced 

nSo, would it work?6 

fHopefully we wouldnQ find out, 6 1 said, my voice 
shriller than I meant it. 

ft)h, but we will. WhatG it gonna be, your life or your 

dick?6 

flWhat kind of world is this where thatQ an okay thing 
to say?6 

rA damn good one if you&e me. 6 
I turn helplessly to Zatch. 

nY ou canQ be okay with this, what about men& rights 
and all that?6 

nShe She 6 



Vasskaft has three different sh sounds, which I canQ tell 
apart. The one that looks like a triangle when you write it 
down, a lot of curse words start with it. 

nShe 6 Failing to say what he wanted to, he sticks a 
rude hand gesture in my face. 

Resha pushed me. 

I felt that hitch in my gut as my body realized it was 
past the point of no return. A big hand grabbed my shoulder 
and put me back in balance. 

nSaved your life! 6 

nYeah, youQe definitely twelve, not fifteen. 6 
rNo, see, I On a period and 459 months old. 6 
She pulls an OS out of her pocket. Swipes on the screen 
a few times. 

nA period is 11.86 earth years, plus., no, wait. 459 
times 3 and a half, thatQ 1606.5, divided by 365, plus 11.86, 
that makes me 16.26 years old. And how old are you? I just 
love learning things about each other. 6 

ftwenty seven. 6 

nA hanger, huh? Great! So do we have a date, or do I 
have to push you off for real this time?6 

hYeah, unlike you I donQ have a death wish. 6 
nOh, we can fix that. 6 

She pushed me again. Harder this time. I felt my feet 
lose contact with the ground. I went horizontal, then my head 
became the lowest point on my body. Zatch and I bumped 
against each other like ragdolls. Just as I started to open my 
mouth to scream, I hit something wet and crunchy. Snow. 
There were only ten steps left or so. Somehow I hadnQ noticed. 



I truly understand the meaning of the word humiliation. 

Sorry. 

Resha burst out laughing. Zatch tried to join in, but only 
managed to make a weak wheezing sound. Resha elegantly 
maneuvered down the last steps, then collapsed face first into 
the ground. 

ftThat was the last of my strength, you mind carrying 
me too? 
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rNo, your other left! 6 

She gave directions in between coughing fits. The 
window of time she had to talk was getting smaller each time. I 
hadnQ felt Zatch breathe in a while. 
Kids played in the streets. Some were naked, some wore 
clothes. They laughed and played like Terran kids. Some hit 
each other with their fists or with rocks. Adults walked by but 
did nothing to stop it. Some people were obviously on drugs, 
others drunk. A man ran naked through the streets cutting 
himself with a knife and screaming in the language Resha and 
Keff had used to cut me out of the conversation. 

Various kiosks were set up in the street, punctuating the 
decrepit houses. Written Vasskaft, with its phonetic symbols 
and modified musical notes, it looked like a linguistics major 
and a concert pianist had to cram for an exam and a big show 
and only had one piece of paper to share. On these signs above 
the kiosks, it looked like they were also on methamphetamines. 
PENIS ENLARGEMENT, one said. FOOD, said another. A 
third one simply said DRUGS. 

Everybody had the same bruised tissue under the eyes. 
Sleep deprivation was rampant on Europa. Unlesse unless 
thatQ what I On supposed to think. I looked more closely. They 
were so uniform across all of them. Exactly the same. Those 
markings were permanent. They had been born with them. But 
where was the evolutionary advantage to looking like you 
hadnQ slept in days? Did it make them look less dangerous? If 
so, how dangerous are they really? 



The hospital was an old building, but unlike the others, 
it had been well built. The plan of the city seemed to be: 
thousands of haphazard streets and shoddy houses, with a city 
center that had all the nicely built but very old government 
buildings. 

I walked in with Resha and Zatch around my arms. 
Immediately I was approached by a Europan man in a gray 
turtleneck, carrying a tablet. 

fHow can I help you?6 

ftThey were up on the surface, trying to kill themselves, 
I., are they gonna be okay?6 

fWe do our best. Radiation poisoning is fairly common. 
You&e doing a good thing, you know. Carrying them to their 
next lives. Not a lot of people would do that. 6 

I gave him a confused look. He punched a few things in 
on the tablet. 

rRight this way, sir. 6 

He led me down a hallway with rooms on either side. 
Men in gray turtlenecks and shorts, women in something black 
that looked like a sweater, but extended down to halfway 
between their knees and their ankles. We entered a room with 
no windows. I set them down on two of the three beds. 

The man left and a woman entered immediately. She 
hooked them up to some machines and did CPR on Zatch. I 
started to hear little beeps coming from the heart monitor. The 
woman made small talk with me. 

nYouQ'e not from around here, obviously. Where do 
you come from?6 



fEarth.6 

ft)h, youtfe that guy. Friendly advice, iGd tell people I 
was from Venus if I was you.6 

rrf eah, well ItQ not like I have a choice in the matter, 
coming here. 6 

nOh, I heard all about it. They had you do their dirty 
work as punishment for liking Europan music or something 
like that, right?6 

nYeah, something like that. 6 

flY ou seem nice enough to me. How old are you?6 

I did some quick math. rtTwo and a half periods. 6 

fWow, I never would have guessed. Can I see your 

wrist?6 

Strange request, but I went along with it and pulled up 
my sleeve. She seemed shocked. 
nAre youe a hanger?6 
ThereQ that word again, 
ft donQ know what that is. 6 

fWell, ICVe more or less done all I can for these two, 
how about I take you to go get tested?6 She grabbed my arm. 

fttQ a medical condition?6 

nChemical imbalance in the brain. 6 

As we walked out into the hallway, I looked at her. 
Really looked at her. Tall, like Resha. That vibrant deadness in 
her eyes like Resha. She was a little fatter, and smiled a lot 
more. The smiles seemed forced, though. 

fHello? Are you gonna keep staring at me?6 

ft, uh, sorry. 6 



fHah, donQ worry about it. Anyway, like I was saying, 
it& a chemical imbalance in the brain. There are these things 
called monoamines, which your brain uses to send messages, 
among other things. Usually, thereQ; just enough of them for 
your brain to get what it needs to get done, done. Nature is all 
about efficiency, you know. If youQe a hanger, that means you 
have a surplus of monoamines like serotonin and dopamine. 
Your neurons fire too much and you feel a lot of conflicting 
emotions. Hangers are generally happy a lot of the time, but 
it& not true, fulfilling happiness. Without bad feelings to even 
it out, those feelings become sort of meaningless, you know? 
So a lot of hangers report confusion and sadness even though 
chemically, theyQe happy. Hangers usually donQ have the 
inspiration to create anything beautiful or worthwhile. You 
might live to see nine periods, but you wouldnQ truly live a 
single one of them, you know?6 

ftThat sounds awful. 6 

It sounded like me, sure, but mental illnesses are on a 
spectrum. TheyQe like those phony personality tests. 
Everybody projects themselves onto them, saying wow, that's 
freaky, that's just like me! 

Maybe they were just describing an aspect of the 
human condition in general, but you fell for it. ThatQ the 
danger of thinking youQe special. 

She led me into a dark room with a computer and what 
looked like a bowl with wires hanging out of it. She sat at a 
chair behind the computer, and I sat on the table. 



fyou just put this on your head, we talk for a couple 
minutes, and we see how your brain reacts to various 
thoughts. 6 

nOkay.6 

I was fucking nervous. Did this mean she could see my 
thoughts? 

nOh, donQ worry, we canQ see your thoughts. 6 
I stared. She laughed. 

rEvery cute guy with no familiarity with technology 
always assumes this is some kind of mind reading. 6 She looks 
at the screen and makes a few notes. fHrnm, okay. So tell me 
about your childhood. 6 

fWell, as you probably know Terra is a pretty 
xenophobic place. My parents always forbade me to 
communicate with people on other planets, but I got this 
Martian videopal when I was fourteen or so. Um, a period and 
three hundred months old, I think. Not long after my mom died 
from some kind of incurable- 6 

nAlright, enough of that, youQ/e got a pretty fucking 
boring childhood. Next, do you think I On attractive?6 

ft, uh, well, I havenQ really gotten used to Europan 
girls yet, but you seem- 6 

fEnough of that, godQ scars, youQe awkward. You do 
anything interesting?6 

fftVell, sometimes I build things. 6 

fWhat kind of things?6 

rLittle wooden machinery. Piano keys. Interlocking 
gears, levers, pointless stuff that you twist one part and the 



whole thing comes to life. I like the whole ancient look to it, I 
guess. 6 

ffrou know, that actually is interesting. Youdl have to 
show me one sometime. 6 She got up from her chair and walked 
over to me. She stuck her hand down my pants and held me 
close. I got rock hard immediately. She walked back over to 
the computer like nothing happened. nAnd how do you 
envision your future?6 

fWell, I guess I On supposed to trick you guys out of 
your water, and then head back to my planet, triumphant, only 
to be sent back off to Deneb.6 

ftThatQ rough. You can always defect, you know. WeGd 
support you here, as long as you learned our way of life. 6 

ft wonQ give an answer yet- 6 

ft wouldnQ be the person to tell, anyway. 6 

fteut Idl think about it. 6 

ft)ne last question, WhatO your name?6 

nSteevan.6 

ft On Sharya. Well, you did better than I thought you 
would. All the sexual stuff seems to be working as it should, 
it& how your brain deals with negative things that seems to be 
an issue. Being cut off, talking about your past, youfre not 
really experiencing those things correctly. 6 She took a bottle of 
pills out of a cabinet, then took a piece of paper and wrote 
something on it. ftiere, take these once a day, it should even 
you out. Now go see your friends. 6 

nCan we- 6 

nYou can get in touch with me with what I wrote on the 
page, 6 she said. 



I walked back down the hall, and as I did so, I looked at 
the sheet of paper. Dosage information, lots of scientific words 
I didnQ understand. In the upper right corner, scrawled quickly, 
was: 

It took my brain a few seconds to decode it. 

Sharya Feila 
Rhythmicsheikronft52 1 
Call me 

Sheikronft? I've never heard that word before. Shei is 
wire, or string, I thought. And Kronft must be the genetive of 
kronef which is brain. Brain wire? Neuron, maybe. 

RhythmicNeuron521. That was her username, but on 

what? 

I opened the container and swallowed a pill without 
reading any of the directions. I realized I had walked past their 
room. They were in room 24, which was actually 28. 

Europan numbers are weird. 8,9,A,B, 10 which is 
actually 12, 11 which is actually 13. They all use base 10 when 
theyQe talking and base 12 when theyQ-e doing anything 



formal. Their calculators can do both. How they make those 
conversions in their heads, I have no idea. 

Nineteen, Ateen, Bteen, twenty, twenty one, twenty 
two, twenty threee 

There they were. Awake and talking. I decided to listen 

in. 

n§ yeah, it feels good to be a third- lifer. This is the real 
deal now, you know?OResha. 

ft On just glad I got my first one out of the way. People 
should take me more serious now.OZatch. 

ftThey dond take you more seriously because you tried 
to kill yourself, they take you more seriously because of the 
attitude this experience gives you. Just give it some time to 
sink in, youfre still in shock. Welcome to the real world, man. 6 
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I walked in, and they both went quiet. 

nSomebody care to tell me whatQ going on here? 
Third-lifers? Suicide as a rite of passage? Is this medicine 
gonna make me kill myself? Please, stop me if iQn wrong. 6 

nBut youQ-e so adorable when youfre ignorant. It fits 
the stereotype so well.OResha. 

nStereotype?OMe. 

ftgnorant Terran. Ignorant Earther. Ignorant man from 
the planet so far up its own ass it needs two names. 6 

fHow am I supposed to stop being ignorant if you 
wonQ tell me anything ?6 

ffr ou could read a book, for one. But I can see youfre 
not going to leave this alone. 6 

fAnd with good reason! 6 

fAlright, alright. But you canQ interrupt. 6 

ffr ou really think he&-6 

nYou too, Zatch.oShe cleared her throat and looked off 
into the left, breathing deeply in and out a few times. fAfter 
Mars was settled, people wanted more. They didnQ have the 
technology to build livable settlements on Venus or carry 
sufficient water any further than Mars. Europa was the only 
likely candidate. But Europa isnQ like Mars. ItQ not a dusty 
version of the same home. ItQ a dark, sad ball of ice. As 
you&e probably already noticed. They wanted to send people 
here, but not quality people. First it was prisoners. Then 
orphaned children. Some of the elderly they couldnQ take care 
of anymore. Anybody unwanted. These settlements failed. 



They would either kill themselves or each other, and they had 
to start over again when the population hit zero. So, they 
decided to do something else. 

ftThey put up signs that said if you made it to the launch 
station by a certain time, youGfl get to go live there, no 
questions asked. You would have a new name that you pick 
yourself, a new identity. People came in droves. Kids running 
away from home, edgy teenagers, the homeless, transsexuals, 
musicians, schizophrenics, prostitutes, pedophiles, science 
fiction authors, the list goes on and on. Mother EarthQ 
unwanted children. The colony thrived. 

ftThat was the start of the first age. When Europa 
started to carve out a culture all for itself. There were all kinds 
of arguments, schisms, colonizations of other moons, and wars, 
but we- the Jovian people- had one thing in common. We all 
thought we were special. Maybe thatQ just the human 
condition, but it was taken to a new level. 

fMental illness was very common, of course. The 
culture around it was very different than it was on other 
planets, however. Being sick in the head was a status symbol. 
You were seen as mysterious and desirable. Somebody with 
scars all over their wrists and three suicide attempts under their 
belt would have dozens of children, while a normal guy would 
be lucky to find a normal girl and not be so lonely. The 
stigmatization of the mentally healthy caused them to develop 
problems of their own, and, well, I On sure you can fill in the 
rest for yourself. 

rtToday, most Jovians donQ even realize that on most 
other worlds, they would be considered sick. ItQ a part of our 



history we donQ like to talk about. WeQe proud of being the 
way we are. And although I On using words like ill and sick for 
your convenience, I agree with them. There is no disorder; itQ 
just a variation in how a brain sees the world. Our subspecies is 
surviving just as well as yours is, and everything else is just 
opinion. 

ftToday, Jovians are happy for the duration of their first 
period, likely to die during their second, and considered elders 
if they make it to their third with at least two suicide attempts. 
Otherwise, theyQe just hangers. 6 

I stood staring, in shock. nSo, these pillse 6 

She gestured for the bottle. I handed it to her, along 
with the dosage information. fMonoamine inhibitors. Theydl 
make a slight change to your brain. 6 

ft already took one! What is this gonna do to me?6 

ft)n your planet, youQl call it depression. Judging from 
what it says here, you already had some, this is just to 
normalize it. iQl take it while I was here if I were you. It might 
help you see things from our point of view. 6 

I nodded and took the bottle and the sheet of paper 
back. There was a chunk missing, from when I had ripped off 
the note Sharya wrote and stuck it in my pocket. I sat down and 
put my head in my hands. This was too much. Resha and Zatch 
didnQ say anything. They understood. 

Zatch spoke up. fiWanna get out of here, Earth man?6 

No joke. No shitty tone. 

flWhy are you being nice to me?6 

nOh, sorry, I can stop if you want. 6 

rNo, I mean- 6 



ntoo late! 6 

Resha cut in. ftf iQfl known youGfl keep being immature 
like this, I wouldnQ have tolde um, whatQ your name?6 
nSteevan.6 

rRight. I would have told Steevan to leave you there to 

die. 6 

nYou say that like I have to do what you say. 6 

nYou do ! 6 said Zatch. 

fiJust shut up already, 6 1 said. 

fNever! Haha, you canQ get- 6 

Resha punched him in the face. ftThe first couple days 
on those pills are tough. Until you get adjusted, you can stay 
with me and Idl try and teach you how to fit in here. 6 

Zatch pulled his blood covered hand away from his 
face, fFucking cunt,6he mumbled under his breath. 

nThen,6said the fucking cunt, with an air of sarcasm, 
nyou can unfurl your diabolical plan to leave us without a 
source of drinking water. 6 

nYeah. Idl get on that. 6 

Resha and Zatch started to remove little IV needles and 
patches form their arms, and as they did so I noticed for the 
first time how disgusting their arms were. 

You could see the veins, like on their faces, and there 
were scars, like on their faces. But these scars were something 
else. They looked like theyQi gotten their arms caught in a 
thresher, pissed all over the open wounds, let them heal for a 
few days, then caught them on fire. It was worse than anything 
iGd ever seen. I could see how the doctor had struggled to find a 
clean patch of skin to stick the needles in. I could see the cuts 



that went across the river, those were the oldest. On top of that 
some diagonal ones, some completely chaotic ones. Finally, 
above that, punctuated by lighter burns and god knows what 
else, were the down the road cuts. The long way. Sickening 
slashes, I could see how they had started out avoiding the 
veins, slowly working toward them. Each time, a little closer to 
going through with it. Maybe that was why their skin was 
clear. So they could see what they were doing. 

I remembered how Sharya had looked at my arm, then 
asked if I was a hanger. 

nAre these pills gonna make me cut myself?6l spoke in 
a low, detached monotone. 

fNo,0 Resha replied. rlWhy would you think that?6 

ftThe nursee doctor, shee 6 1 felt like I was going to 
faint. I wasnQ really here. nShe looked at my wrist, then asked 
me if I was a hanger. 6 1 was back on Earth with my wife and 
my kids. 

ftThen sheQ an idiot. 6 

I was back on Terra with my wife whom I beat the shit 
out of on a daily basis and my kids I never talked to. 

ftWhy would you say that?6l was sure that wasnQ the 
right thing to say, but better to say something and get it over 
with than keep on stammering like an idiot. I was back on 
Earth, dreaming about leaving my family behind for some 
Venutian pussy. 

ft'eople with jobs are idiots. Simple fact of life. 6 

I was on Earth, dreaming about being in space, and I 
was in space, dreaming about being on Earth. 

rNo, I mean- 6 



ft know what you mean. Being a hanger and not cutting 
yourself are completely unrelated. 6 

Had I woken up from a dream of being a butterfly into a 
life of being a man, or was I now a butterfly dreaming I was a 
man? 

ftThe first is chemical, the second is a matter of 
exposure. 6 

I became vaguely aware of the fact that we were 
walking, me and Resha next to each other and Zatch taking up 
the rear, down the hall. 

nCutting is a primate thing. A kind of psychological 
virus. An infectious thought. 6 

Somewhere far away, a stout dark colored hominid who 
was a long way from home saw the closest thing he had to a 
friend grab a few packets out of jars marked MARIJANA- 
SATIVA. Out of jars marked LYSERGIC ACID 
DIETHYLAMIDE. SYNTHETIC CANNABINOIDS. 
LACHRYMA PAPAVERIS. CRACK. 

rHey, only two per patient,6said a man in short pants 
as she ran out the door with her friend and her pet alien. fHey! 
Come back here! 6 

fBack in the first space age, when they tested medicine 
on monkeys, no matter how healthy they kept their bodies, they 
would die prematurely. Do you know why?6 

fWhy?OHe wasnQ acting. He wasnQ making decisions. 
He was reacting, like a basketball dropped on the ground. Itdl 
bounce back up, but it wonQ do anything else for you. 

fBecause being locked up in those little cages all day 
made the monkeys very unhappy. 6 



Come to think of it, maybe spontaneous action is an 
illusion. 

fit takes just one defective monkey to start harming 
itself. Gnawing on its arms. Banging its head on the bars. 6 

Maybe it takes a dead father who spent every night of 
your childhood stargazing for you to become an award winning 
astronomer. 

ftThen the monkey in the cage next to it will see, and 
start doing the same thing. 6 

Maybe you canQ become an Olympic runner unless 
thereQ something youQe running from. 

fMaybe she just wanted to see what itQ like. Maybe 
she thought it would help. What matters is, by the end of the 
week, youQ/e got a roomful of dead monkeys. 6 

In general, you canQ beat somebody you love on a daily 
basis unless somebody you loved did the same thing to you. 

ftn general, you canQ cut yourself unless you see 
somebody you care about doing the same thing. 6 
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The drugs were definitely kicking in. Everything felt so 
far away and insignificant. After Zatch went home, Resha led 
Steevan to her house. They talked, but he wasnQ paying 
attention to the conversation. 

fEzz z zzzzz, zz zzzzz z z zzzzzz free ! Zzzz, zzz zzz& 
zzzz, zzz zzz, and zzzz? Zzzzzz illusion zzzzze .6 Whatever it 
was, she was very passionate about it. 

fZzzz, zzzz z zzz zzzzzz, zz zzzzzz. You zz zz, you 
zzzz zzzz zz zzz, and then you die. 6 

Copy+paste philosophy 101. Misguided teen angst. The 
kind of shit that might be true, but itQ pointless to talk about. 

rZzz zzzz zz zzz zzzzz ?6 

fyeah, I agree completely. I(Ve never really thought of 
it that way before. 6 

She said something else, exasperated. 

She led him into a particularly shabby looking house. 
No paint, no decorations. No glass in the windows, but plenty 
of boards. 

Inside, it was even worse. The floor was dirt. The 
furniture looked like the kind of thing youQl find in a junkyard. 
A dog could be heard, but not seen. 

flWhat do you think of my place?6 

ffrouQe joking, right?6 

fNo, iQn serious. What do you think of it?6 

fttQ the shittiest, most broken down place I(Ve ever 

been in. 

rtThank you! 6 



There was a three legged table in what Steevan 
assumed was the kitchen. On the table were several crumpled 
up pieces of paper, with one that hadnQ yet met the fate of its 
brothers. A large, neat yet rushed script filled up the top half of 
the page. 





He read it as best he could, but the language was poetic 
and obscure. He was sure he knew some of these words; it was 
possible he had even used them in conversation that same day, 
but the meaning eluded him. Only the sounds got through. 

Sha feirmefeth 

Sha kasharyeth 

Sha mawscheketh 

Sha keirafleth 

Aw tawmsh aw kah fethesh 

Fern thaw trem tah kaw 



Meaningless. 

Stupid, pointless, meaningless drivel, 
rrfou write poetry? ItQ very nice. 6 
fttQ supposed to be a song, and itQ really not that 
goodQ, she said, blushing. 

This was his chance to hurt her feelings, 
ftan I hear it?6 

ft donQ know, Steevan, itQ kind of-6 

fHey, if youQ-e going to force me to have sex with you, 
canQ you at least pretend to win me over?OHe didnQ think. He 
just said it. 

nYou mean my looks arend good enough for you?6 
nActually, I think youfre ugly as hell. 6 
fHell, hmm?6 

rfreah, hell. Even uglier than hell, in fact. If you and I 
went down to hell right now, went up to Satan himself, and 
asked him to have sex with you, heal go, Ovhat an ugly cunt! 
No way! GO 

fiWhatO hell?6 

fNever mind. 6 

Giggling, she grabbed a five stringed, six keyed 
instrument off the shelf and sat down in a dilapidated chair. 

rt>on& think calling me ugly turns me off. The way I 
see it, that just means I get to have more fun than you. 6 

That awful personality. Those green and purple eyes. 

With her right hand over the neck of the instrument and 
her left hidden behind it, on the keys, she started to play. 
Hammers like on a piano reached up to hit the strings from 
below, and the song came alive. 



Anybody could do that, itQ easy. 

Her eyes were closed and her soul was open. 

ItQ nothing special. 

This was the voice of god. 

She started to sing, and for a moment, I felt like myself 
again. The music spoke to me. It was the kind of thing that was 
horribly stupid and dissonant sounding in any language but the 
one itQ written in. 

So rhythmic 

So unattractive 

So musical 

So terrible 

I thought I saw you 

In my dream, or in yours 

ftThatQ all I have so far,6she said nervously. 

I sat quietly. This music had done something profound 
to me. I looked at her, and I was impressed. I was actually 
attracted to her, even though I hated her. Music is a mating 
ritual, nothing more. Mating. Genders. Gender wars. Resha. I 
had to make her feel bad. I had to gain the upper hand. 

ftThat was just about the stupidest thing IcVe ever heard, 
and I have children. 6 

Before she could put on the sassy bitch mask, I could 
see I had hurt her. Badly. Thank god. 

ftio more stalling then, letQ fuck. 6 

She took me up some rather terrifying stairs to her 
bedroom. The floor was covered in trash. 



rtTake off your clothes. 6 

I started with my shirt, throwing it on the bed to avoid 
getting it dirty in god knows what. Then I undid my belt and 
pulled down my pants. My shoes made this more difficult than 
it should have been. She laughed. I pulled my pants back up, 
took off my shoes, then pulled my pants down again. I hadnQ 
been wearing any underwear. 

fVery nice,6she said, and started taking off her clothes. 
I donQ really have anything to say about her body except that it 
was covered in gross scars like on her arms. 

Speaking of arms, she grabbed both of mine and pushed 
me onto the bed. I didnQ like the way it felt, not being able to 
move my arms while she straddled me. I fought against it. I 
didnQ expect to be able to budge her, but growing up with 
Terran gravity had given me an advantage. I managed to push 
her hands off but she just grabbed my arms again and pushed 
them into the bedspread. Hard. 

As I lay there helpless, she slid my dick into her pussy 
and started slamming her body into mine. This wasnQ the 
graceful, gentle kind of riding Earth chicks do. It fucking hurt. 
I On pretty sure she could have snapped a manQ head off with 
the muscles in her twat. ThatQ not the best comparison. Or 
maybe it is. I donQ know. She could have broken my arm off 
with them. No, that doesnQ really work either. I could say she 
could snap my finger off, thatQ a more realistic scenario, but 
it& just not very interesting, you know? 

She started calling me bitch, and that pushed me over 
the edge enough to start fighting against the death grip she had 
on my arms again. 



I struggled and won, and as she tried to regain her hold, 
Ie I donQ know why, but I punched her in the face. She didnQ 
miss a beat. It hurt my hand, and she didnQ seem to be 
bothered by it at all. She got the message and stopped trying to 
hold my arms down, but she hit me back a couple times in 
return. I tried not to show any discomfort, but she got me bad 
enough that I was bleeding. 

I could imagine she was just another stupid Earth girl. I 
got to have a little bitch riding on my cock, and she got to have 
a little bitch to climb on top of and fuck. It was beautiful, in a 
way. 

Who was really in control here? Was I forfeiting my 
identity as a man, or was this exactly what any other pure beef 
testosterone junkie would do in my situation? Were we both 
just slaves to hormones that broke our souls and forced us to do 
a 180 from fgirls are yuckyd? Were our attempts to dominate 
each other just the rediscovery of that old childish hatred for 
the other gender? Was this how we subtly rebelled against 
those hormones, instead of following what they say to the letter 
and worshipping those who weQe attracted to? 

God gave men a brain and a penis, but not enough 
blood to use them at the same time. She looked at me like I was 
pathetic. 

ft On sorry, thatQ never happened to me before. 6 
ftThatQ alright, I have another idea. 6 
She got up and took a rubber dick from the shelf. Then 
she strapped it on herself. 
Fuck. 



